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Meanin g and/o r  Contex t 

Serg e Sharof T 
Russia n Institut e fo r  Artificia l  Intelligenc e 

P.O.Bo x 111 ,  Moscow ,  103001 ,  Russi a 
sha ro f f@ar t i n t .msk . s u 

The standar d denotationa l  approac h fo r  representatio n o f 
lexica l  meaning s suppose s a n independen t  object ,  fo r  which 
thi s sig n serve s a s a  substitution .  I n forma l  cas e thi s objec t 
i s  usuall y represente d i n term s o f  semanti c primitives . 
Leshk a (1993 )  label s thi s approac h a s metaphysica l  an d 
claim s tha t  it s founde r  i s Aristotl e wh o treate d meanin g a s 
somethin g universa l  an d independen t  fro m linguisti c form s 
whic h expres s thi s meaning .  Fro m th e linguisti c viewpoin t 
thi s approac h i s implemente d a s a  vocabular y tha t  provide s 
mappin g betwee n a  wor d an d a  lis t  o f  meaning s wit h 
condition s fo r  selectio n o f  correspondin g objec t  from  thi s 
list . 

The primar y drawbac k o f  thi s approac h i s tha t  i t  suppose s 
tha t  al l  condition s o n way s a  wor d function s shoul d b e 
expresse d explicitly ,  whil e the y ar e implici t  i n condition s o n 
it s usage .  Thi s result s i n tw o problems :  a  lon g (potentiall y 
infinite )  lis t  o f  differen t  meaning s fo r  a  simpl e sign ,  an d 
loos e relation s betwee n al l  meaning s from  thi s list . 

I f  th e denotationa l  approac h t o meanin g representatio n 
coul d b e associate d wit h th e metaphysica l  tradition , 
methodolog y o f  thi s pape r  follow s th e phenomenologica l 
movement .  Th e propose d mode l  whic h describe s wa y i n 
whic h meaning s ftinction  i n contex t  i s base d o n tw o Husser l 
ideas : 

•  intentionalit y a s a  correlatio n o f  noem a an d noesis ,  i.e . 
of  a n experience d phenomeno n an d it s mod e o f  bein g 
experience d (Husserl ,  1960) ,  i n th e cas e o f  languag e th e 
meanin g o f  a  sig n serve s a s noema ,  it s contex t  i s 
noesis ; 

•  th e mode l  o f  interna l  tim e consciousnes s (ITC )  a s 
continuou s modificatio n o f  manifol d o f  retention s an d 
constitutio n o f  protentions ,  i.e .  condition s o n 
expectation s o f  upcomin g event s (Husserl ,  1964) . 

Accordin g t o Husserlia n interpretatio n o f  intentionality , 
phenomen a i n consciousnes s canno t  b e studie d 
independentl y o n condition s o n thei r  actualization .  I n th e 
same wa y sign s t o b e uttere d determin e contex t  whil e rang e 
of  thei r  possibl e realizatio n i s limite d withi n thi s context ,  s o 
onl y i n a  communicatio n ac t  sign s ar e engendere d wit h 
meaning . 

I f  contex t  i s  viewe d a s noesis ,  i.e .  condition s i n whic h a 
sig n functions ,  tw o type s o f  suc h condition s coul d b e 
distinguished : 
1.  contex t  o f  communicativ e needs ,  whic h i s i n tur n 

subdivide d int o contex t  o f  cultur e an d situationa l 
context ; 

2.  contex t  whic h i s determine d b y languag e resource s an d 
i s subdivide d int o hierarchica l  on e an d linea r  one . 

Instea d o f  it s  definitio n a  sig n shoul d b e describe d b y th e 
structur e o f  possibilitie s fo r  it s us e i n communication .  Th e 

flexibility  o f  meanin g i s cause d b y th e fac t  tha t  i n differen t 
context s thes e possibilitie s ar e exploite d i n differen t  ways . 

The relatio n betwee n text s an d th e rea l  worl d i s mediate d 
by communicativ e needs ,  sinc e languag e i s a  socia l  too l  an d 
not  jus t  a  mirro r  o f  th e externa l  world .  A  definitio n o f  a  sig n 
capture s a n objec t  thi s sig n usuall y refer s t o instea d o f  way s 
thi s sig n coul d b e use d fo r  a n ac t  o f  referring .  Th e 
vocabular y fallac y i s base d o n substitutio n o f  meanin g 
constitutio n i n a  communicativ e ac t  b y a  typica l  resul t  o f 
thi s act . 

I n th e propose d model ,  languag e i s treate d a s a  syste m o f 
sign s whic h ar e use d fo r  classificatio n base d o n a  hierarch y 
of  features :  utterance s bin d communicativ e need s an d 
classificatio n system s i n term s o f  generic-to-specifi c 
relation s betwee n categories .  Contextua l  dependenc y o f 
meanin g i n thi s mode l  i s  describe d vi a chang e o f  th e 
manifol d o f  classificatio n features :  thei r  se t  whic h i s 
ascribe d t o a  sig n i n a  give n communicativ e ac t  shoul d 
correspon d t o it s  contextua l  conditions ,  i.e .  a  se t  o f 
classificatio n feature s whic h describ e othe r  aspect s 
(horizon )  o f  th e situatio n a t  question .  W h e n a  ne w sig n i s 
introduce d i n th e discourse ,  i t  function s a s a  concret e 
context-boun d reference .  However ,  whe n thi s sig n i s 
uttered ,  i t  i s  use d fro m th e viewpoin t  o f  functiona l 
classificatio n o f  a  specifi c  aspec t  o f  a n objec t  o r  situation . 

I n th e sam e wa y a  classificatio n syste m o f  functiona l 
feature s describ e th e grammatica l  syste m o f  language .  Thi s 
vie w directl y follow s positio n o f  structuralist s (suc h a s 
Saussur e an d Jakobson )  tha t  languag e i s a  syste m o f 
interrelate d synchroni c oppositions . 

Metaphori c usag e als o i s no t  a  margina l  cas e i n thi s 
model ,  becaus e i f  sign s provid e a  syste m o f  classifications , 
whic h ar e create d fro m case s o f  usage ,  the n metaphori c 
usag e i s natura l  sinc e i t  serve s muc h th e sam e purpose , 
namely ,  realizatio n o f  classificatio n syste m i n language . 
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